When Tzeltal children in the Mayan community of Tenejapa, in southern Mexico, begin speaking, their production vocabulary consists predominantly of verb roots, in contrast to the dominance of nouns in the initial vocabulary of first-language learners of Indo-European languages. This article proposes that a particular Tzeltal conversational feature-known in the Mayanist literature as "dialogic repetition"-provides a context that facilitates the early analysis and use of verbs. Although Tzeltal babies are not treated by adults as genuine interlocutors worthy of sustained interaction, dialogic repetition in the speech the children are exposed to may have an important role in revealing to them the structural properties of the language, as well as in socializing the collaborative style of verbal interaction adults favor in this community. L ooking at Tzeltal Mayan language learners, we find a puzzle. Tzeltal children begin speaking by uttering, for the most part, verb roots, which have been stripped of their affixes and appear initially alone (Brown 1997(Brown ,1998a). Since in this society there is very little verbal interaction with preverbal children, and since children rarely hear verb roots alone, how they achieve this seems puzzling, especially in the light of what we know about how children learning European languages begin the process.
simplified, and is very often whispered.
2 Furthermore, the crucial meaning units-Tzeltal CVC verb roots-rarely occur alone, but are buried between phonological material in front and behind (obligatory prefixes and suffixes), and are prosodically masked (Brown 1997 ). Yet Tzeltal children when they start producing words start with deictic attention-getters, a few nouns (like Western children) and then lots of verbs (Brown 1998a) . 3 There is no evidence in early production of a prior "naming explosion"; verbs and nouns come into productive use together. This seems to be a Mayan-wide pattern. 4 So the puzzle is this: Tzeltal children seem to solve a hard problem (verbs) very early, in the face of less helpful input! I think that Tzeltal children solve this problem with the help of (at least) three kinds of information that is available in the language that is spoken around them, if not necessarily to them. First, there are structural facts about the nature of verb roots in this language: they have a predictable CVC shape that is (for the most part) inviolable, there are no consonant clusters in roots, and morphophonemic variations are relatively minimal. 5 Tzeltal noun roots are more variable than verb roots, but the predictability of the CVC verb root shape should help the child to segment it from the speech stream. Second, there are distributional facts about the linguistic contexts where the verb root is exposed at the front or back; where, for example, null morphemes make the root utterance-initial or utterance-final. This, however, occurs in the input on the order of only 10 percent of the time (Brown 1997) . These two kinds of information are used by children everywhere to get a handle on their language. But what I will argue here is that Tzeltal children have the advantage of a third kind of information, which, given the paucity of speech to young children, is crucial. This is information carried in interactional facts, and in particular in the characteristic conversational style of Tzeltal. Tzeltal conversational interaction is characterized by a large amount of "dialogic repetition/' involving a particular addition to default turn-taking rules that has the property of highlighting new information (and therefore often verb roots) across adjacent turns at talk (Brown 1996) .
In terms of Slobin's (1985) Operating Principles for how children extract information from the speech stream, I will argue that the Tzeltal children behave as if they are following an Operating Principle along the lines of: "Pay attention to what remains constant across repeated versions of an utterance, even if it is utterance-internal and prosodically iinprominent." This is a somewhat unorthodox principle, in light of the child language literature. The present article examines dialogic repetition in Tzeltal to show how Tzeltal conversational structure can help the child to do this.
To preview my argument here: (1) A special kind of repetition is part of a culturally stabilized Tzeltal (and indeed, Mayan) style of conversational organization. (2) Tzeltal children of, say, two years old are already sensitive to this fact (there is evidence of it in their speech even at the one-and two-word stage). (3) This repetition has a potentially important role in the language-(and especially verb-) learning process.
The Context for Language Learning

The Ethnographic Context
The Tzeltal speech community reported on here consists of Mayan peasant farmers in highland Chiapas, in the municipio of Tenejapa, a remote and traditional Mayan Indian community. These people are still mostly monolingual, and mostly illiterate. The impact of Spanish in the home is still minimal; all speech to small children is in Tzeltal, although rapid social change within the last five years means that this picture can be expected to change within the short-term future. The database for children's speech comes from a four-year longitudinal study of child first language acquisition in five families.
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Child-Rearing Practices
Tzeltal babies are always carried on someone's back, at first the mother's, then often another caregiver-a sibling, cousin, or grandmother. Children of six to eight, boys as well as girls, are common caregivers, a role they carry out (by and large) with great affection and responsibility. Babies are slept with, and nursed on demand. They are rarely out of physical contact with a caregiver until they are walking, around age 1;6. They are initially considered to be very vulnerable to sickness and soul loss, to be protected, not yet stimulated or interacted with, in line with the Mayan-wide cultural pattern. There is in fact little chance for babies to interact or to physically explore the world; they lie or sit (in a shawl on the caregiver's back, or on someone's lap facing outward, or propped up in a cardboard box), and observe what is happening around them. They are given things to distract them from fears or crying, and are rocked on the caregiver's back to calm them. But very little speech is addressed to them, mainly things like: Don't cry', 'Go to sleep', and the like, often whispered.
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Language Input
Speech addressed directly to Tzeltal babies is fairly minimal; they are talked to mostly by siblings (or doting grandparents). There is a very minimal baby talk register (involving high pitch, slowed-down speed, and a handful of special words) which, however, is by no means always employed when talking to babies. Because of the physical intimacy generated by constant caregiver-baby contact, there is nonverbal intimacy, including acute awareness of a baby's inadvertent cues to imminent crying, excreting, or vomiting.
8 But verbal communication emerges very gradually. During the first six months of a baby's life there is almost no verbalization at all addressed to her.
9 During the second six months, caregivers and the baby occasionally coattend: for example, the adult with the baby seated on her lap will turn a baby's face outward and "make it talk" to others. There may also be elicitation routines even though the baby can't talk at all yet (as reported also by de Leon, this volume, for Tzotzil). Tzeltal caregivers, like their Tzotzil counterparts, do treat the baby as a 'proto-speaker' (de Leon, this volume) by attributing communicative "ideas" to her (e.g., telling other children what the baby wants, using quotative particles to report what the baby "says"). This is not serious evidence of interlocutorhood, however, since adults do this with animals too.
Toward the end of the first year caregivers begin to attend more systematically to the baby's attention-drawing gestures and vocalizations. The child still does not get much speech addressed directly to her (perhaps a total of 30 utterances per day).
10 During the third six months (or until the child is walking) for perhaps a maximum of one-half hour per day in total a child is interacted with; otherwise she is a bystander, sitting up in her carry-shawl and watching the events and interactions around her.
Between the ages of about 1, *6 to 2,0 by far the majority of utterances addressed to a Tzeltal child are imperatives, warnings and imprecations aimed at controlling the child's behavior. There may be some elicititation routines (e.g., the names for body parts), there is occasional engagement in drawing the child out, and increasing attention to the child's own communicative initiatives. But small children are relatively passive and often late starters in producing language, many hardly talking (just a handful of onemorpheme utterances and pointings or attention-getting grunts) until age 2;0. Small children are not at first expected to obey commands; these are routinely given but, if ignored by the child, are not enforced, and noncompliance is not punished. This immunity lasts till around age 3;0. From about the time when the child begins to speak in two-word utterances we find sustained verbal interaction over more than one turn, from roughly age two on. From then on the child's acquisition of her language, though perhaps slightly delayed in production vocabulary, is not out of line with that of Western children.
To summarize: small Tzeltal children are not normally the focus of adult interactional attention; when they are it is mostly an attempt to control their behavior and movements-to prevent injury, keep them close at hand, attend to their needs, and so forth. Adults interact with each other over babies, but the babies are not on the whole treated as interlocutors. What this means is that small children's access to adult language is to a very large degree passive, although if they are not the only child in their household they do interact more with other children, who are often only a bit more linguistically advanced. Given this picture of Tzeltal child rearing, what role might Mayan dialogic repetition have to play in these children's language acquisition?
Repetition in Discourse
It has long been recognized that parallelism of various sorts (different kinds of repetition) is a highly productive stylistic resource in Mayan languages (Fought 1985; Hanks 1989; Hofling 1993; Norman 1980; Tedlock 1983 Martin 1994 , in press; Stolz 19%)." Such "dialogic repetition" functions to manage the flow of discourse, regulate the introduction of new information and the development of topics, seek or emphasize agreement, create discourse boundaries, and cofiaboratively construct discourse understanding.
The presence of dialogic repetition as a highly frequent property of everyday Mayan adult conversations is of interest to investigations of child language learning in such languages, since repetition is also an important resource in early child language. Three kinds of repetition in adult-child interactions have been reported in many languages to be a part of "motherese" style, frequent in speech to small children. 12 The first is self-repetitions: a matter of repeating or rephrasing one's utterance on repeated tries, trying to get the child's attention or understanding-what Kiintay and Slobin (1996) have called variation sets in input to young Turkish children. Underlying a variation set is a single communicative intention, which is rephrased and repeated with lexical substitutions, addition and deletion of specific reference, and reordering.
13 Although this is self-repetition, it is interactive in being adapted to the child's perceived response (or lack thereof). In Turkish, because of the broad range of morphological variation and extensive possibilities for ellipsis and reordering, the Turkish language-learner routinely receives "complexly-textured variation sets," which, Kiintay and Slobin argue, are an important factor in Turkish children's early acquisition of verbs. I want to make an analogous argument for the particular kind of repetition we find in Tzeltal.
A second kind of repetition in language to small children has been called expansions (Brown and Bellugi 1964) , where the adult reformulates the child's prior utterance to express the presumed communicative intent in a grammatically correct way (and often to make a communication check). Expansions repeat the child's attempted utterance production with corrected pronunciation and filled-in missing morphemes. Given the indeterminacy of the child's communicative intent, this kind of repetition has been called parental "glossing" (Scollon 1982) , and even "guessing" (Ochs 1984 (Ochs , 1991 Ochs and Schieffelin 1995) .
A third type is found in prompting routines, or the elicited repetition scenario reported for many different cultures. In response to a caregiver saying: 'say such and such', the child says: 'such and such', as in Schieffelin's (1990) well-known example from the Kaluli of New Guinea. Elicited imitation of this sort-involving explicit socialization of how to talk to others-pervades caregiver-child interactions in some societies (see Demuth 1986; Eisenberg 1986; Ochs 1988; Schieffelin 1990 ; Watson-Gegeo and Gegeo 1986). This too is prevalent in Tzeltal caregiver speech to children once they are beyond the one-or two-word stage.
All three of these-variation sets, expansions, and prompting routinesare appropriate to a less competent interlocutor (they are used in motherese, and foreigner talk); they would be inappropriate between adults in other contexts. Tzeltal speech to small children, relatively infrequent though it may be, has all of these well-attested forms of repetition. But Tzeltal conversation not addressed to small children also has yet another type, usually called by Mayanists dialogic repetition, characteristic of Tzeltal adult speech as well as child-directed speech. This is a special kind of repetition, with the following properties: (1) It is repetition across turns in conversation, (not, for example, recycling one's own turn in an attempt to get the floor, or make oneself dear, or other cases of repeating oneself in the construction of one's own turn); (2) the repetitions involve dose formal parallelism (both semantic and syntactic) across two turns.
So by "dialogic repetition" I mean something quite precise: repetition of all or a significant portion of the same proposition that was provided in the immediately prior rum. The proposition must be in the same words, with the syntactic frame held constant, with appropriate deictic and evidential switches if necessary to keep the proposition the same. However, the prosody of the repeat is not necessarily the same; it may well vary, disambiguating various functions of the repeat, and connectives and sentential modifiers may also vary. Thus I am considering a formal parallelism in language, with a highly constrained prototype, leaving aside (for the moment) other forms of parallelism and paraphrase. This pattern of dialogic repetition is consonant with Tannen's analysis of "exact other" repetitions of an utterance in English (1987a:588)-person is varied if necessary, but no information is added, and no contribution (beyond affective reaction) is made to the development of the story or theme.
Unlike expansions that elaborate and fill in a less-than-fully-competent interlocutor's underspecif ied turn at talk, these dialogic repetitions actually truncate and run down, in the sense that they diminish across turns. Example ( • Repetition is the canonical way to reply to a prior utterance offering new information or raising a new topic. It is a kind of socially necessary back-channel, although unlike, for example, back-channel "uhuh" in English, (1) it cannot overlap the prior speaker's turn but must occupy a turn of its own, and (2) it has the potential to convey much more than simply the "I hear you, go on" message of classic backchannel.
• It occurs with shifts of deixis and evidentiality (see 11. 1-2, the shift from 'these' to 'those'; 11.5-6, the shift from 'we' to 'you').
• Any word can be repeated alone (except for sentential particles and adverbs, and most aspect particles), even the completive particle la (11. 7 and 8), which except as a repeat cannot occur alone. So what counts as a word in Tzeltal is revealed in repeats, including some of what must be stripped to find the root (e.g., the particle la).
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This information is of course crucially important for the child, since segmenting an utterance into words and isolating their roots is a prerequisite to building up a mental lexicon of sound-meaning correspondences.
• The choice of which part of the prior utterance to repeat is most often the predicate, or what is newsworthy in the utterance, so verbs are favored to be highlighted by this process (as in 11. 6, and 13-15). Also favored are particles that stand for the whole proposition, like completive la, which, standing alone, means '(It) did (happen thus)' (as in 11. 7-8), or/a', a particle which when proposed to a clause means 'It is the case (that) ' (as in 11. 9-11).
• Repetition diminishes or truncates across turns, each repeat in the cycle repeating a smaller and smaller portion, and the cycle may end with a nonrepeating 'hm'. This truncation can even include omission of person-marking suffixes (as in 11.13-15, where sujt-at 'you returned' is repeated as sujt 'returned', rather than as sujt-on 'I returned'); such omission of person-markers is only grammatical in repeats. The crucial point here is that there is successive revealing of the structure of the sentence through these repeats, including and up to uttering just the bare root.
• Repetition can occur alone, the repeater thus handing the floor back to the interlocutor (as in U. 2, 6-7, 9-11, and 13-15). Or it can be followed by a nonrepeated utterance, thereby initiating another cycle of repeats (as in 1. 8 where the initial repeat la affirms the prior utterance, then the same speaker goes on to add a comment, ja' in sab i 'it was this morning' that generates its own cycle of repeats (11.9-11).
Dialogic repeats of this kind can do many things, one of the most important of which is to turn an utterance into shared knowledge, as Keenan (1977) has argued for children's repeats in English conversations. Keenan's analysis is equally appropriate for Tzeltal: An addressee who repeats (or "expands") an utterance shows knowledge of that utterance; then both can treat it as given/old information. Often the repeated piece becomes the topic that then is commented upon, after being accepted (by being repeated). Once the receipt of a new piece of information has been acknowledged by repeating it, it is then doubly easy to build on later in the conversation. Therefore repeating can be a way of taking up and continuing a topic, or of affectively commenting on it by means of marked prosody, and thus a way of generating talk. Or it can be a way of winding down a topic (a bit like English "well's" and "ah hahs" on the telephone); you can get up to at least eight cycles of repeats devoted to saying, in effect: "Oh yeah, that's so." While the proposition is maintained across turns, there are intonational variants: the person who knows most about the proposition in question can express affirmation and reaffirmation of the truth of the proposition, along with nuances of attitude and affect; the respondant, or the one not controlling the knowledge about the proposition, can express nuances of surprise, interest, and so forth in the proposition and stress agreement with attitudes expressed by the other.
Three points about Tzeltal dialogic repetition must be stressed. First, however prominent, this repetition is not a blanket rule for back-channel. It depends on the nature of the communicative acts being performed. For example, it is not the appropriate way to respond to directive actscommands, threats, or warnings, (which predominate in adult speech to small children). And one can use a more minimal form {mm, jo'), although if you are an adult and this is all you do, without repeating, it conveys noninvolvement. Second, dialogic repetition is locally managed. In Schegloff's terms (1981:89) such stable recurrent forms of talk are "an orderliness wrested by the participants from interactional contingency, rather than [as] automatic products of standardized plans." Th^ interactional contingency in the Tzeltal case is the presumption that a response to new information will affirm it, before developing the theme. Failure to do so is the basis for inferences (e.g., that you are angry, impatient, or uionterested). Elsewhere I have suggested (Brown 1996) that this presumption amounts to a modification of the Sacks et al. (SSJ) (1974) default turn-taking rules. The SSJ rules allow a speaker to self-select at a transition relevance point and continue speaking, whereas in Tzeltal the default assumption in extended conversation is that C (Current Speaker) may not self-select without N (Next Speaker) having made some verbal response, which is usually a repeat of all or a salient part of the prior turn. 16 The local management of this system is an important property if the young child is to take advantage of the infonnation provided by it, and to learn to do it herself at an early age. The child does not need to understand the larger conversational patterns of topic continuity and maintenance in order to do this kind of tumby-turn decision-making about when to repeat.
The third point to stress is that this convention of repeating is not just a feature of polite visiting conversations or gossip sessions, although it thrives there, instead it characterizes at least parts of all extended conversational exchanges. Example (1) above is polite style between adults, a style necessary in conversation with visitors or anyone who does not live in your own household. But many contexts even in very casual interaction demand repetition: for example, affirmative answers to yes/no questions, and confirmation of suppositions, affirmations, or assessments. In casual speech these are likely to be short, often two-turn sequences, while in polite speech they may be drawn out over several turns.
Thus, even though in very casual speech there are not normally drawnout repeat sequences extending over many turns, for the purposes of getting the structural information a two-turn repetition is all the child needs. This two-turn repetition occurs in virtually all the contexts in which small children hear adult speech to each other (at home, on the trails, working in the fields, visiting, riding on the bus to town). In the exceptions-public events where there are alternative speech exchange systems in play, such as church sermons, political speeches, community meetings, court cases, and religious rituals-small children are rarely attending to the speech. 
Repetition in Tzeltal Adult-Child Interaction
An important initial observation is that there is not so much dialogic repetition in adult-child interaction when the child is young, prior to age three. It is not omnipresent as it is in adult interaction, and it tends not to extend across several turns, for three reasons. (1) At first children are not able to sustain it, and (2) small children aren't treated as warranting this kind of interactional attention; indeed, they are not treated as proper conversational partners. Also, (3) generally people do not have extended things to say to small children, and vice versa. As elsewhere, children have limited conversational rights, and what is said to them involves a high proportion of directives that do not warrant repetition as a response. Children under the age of about three spend much of their time trotting along after the older children, silently participating in whatever is happening around them, and listening to other people's conversations, replete with repetition.
Still, there is some repetition in speech to small children from about the age of 1,0 to 1,*6. 19 There is a certain amount of "variation set" repetition, expansion, and minimal (one-turn) dialogic repetition in obligatory contexts (e.g., answering questions). All of this is structurally revealing. It offers the opportunity for the child to isolate the salient content morpheme-often the verb root-by looking at what stays constant when other parts change.
Example (2) Also frequent to young children are prompting utterances attempting to get the child to repeat what was just said, often by a caregiver and older child attempting to draw the younger one into fantasy play, as in (5) (here the imitation model is double-underlined, the imitation underlined): The child's repetition of the prompting model is often inaccurate, as in (5); in these play contexts exact repetition is not expected, and any utterance entering into the spirit of the play as modeled by the first speaker is accepted.
Repetition that corresponds to dialogic repetition in adult speech-exact repetition, maintaining the syntactic frame, used to affirm the prior utterance-also appears in speech to children at this early age, often expanded to take a grammatically correct form (e.g., by adding the obligatory aspect marker and person-marking prefix that small children tend to omit). This kind of repetition is particularly reliably produced by caregivers in response to child utterances as confirmation checks of a child's expressed desires and intentions, as in Examples (6) and (7): (6) [Lus is almost 2;6, talking to her mother]:
Mo; ya'w-ich'ini. Tzeltal children show evidence of being attuned to this characteristic of conversational style very soon after they begin to speak. At the one-and two-word stage they already appropriately answer questions and suppositions with the repeated word, and they already seem to be able to pick out the semantically relevant piece to repeat as a response. For example X'an in (8) knows that she has to answer yes or no questions with a repeat of the queried item, although, since she is at the one-word stage and still produces mainly isolated verb roots, she strips the verb root of its affix and repeats it alone: It is noteworthy that X'an and Xaw do not just repeat the stressed final word in these examples, but choose the semantically appropriate one to repeat, regardless of stress (which is utterance-final). That is, they have learned that affirmation must be linked to the semantics of what they are affirming; it's not just equivalent to "yes" or "uhuh." Children at this early age seem already attuned to the fact that the form of affirmation should reflect not just the semantics but ftieform of the utterance being affirmed. Not all affirmations are equivalent. For example, in (10), a repeat of the prior proposition in order to affirm it needs to repeat, minimally, the ja', as X'an does: If X'an had repeated poch'nuk'-her name for the chicken who bit her-it would not convey the same affirmation of the prior utterance's proposition, nor would the Tzeltal word yak, meaning 'yes', which has quite limited applicability as an affirmation indicator. Answering yak 'yes' to the question in (10) would be completely inappropriate, and subject to correction, though yak is, for example, appropriate as an answer to questions about personal desires, for example, about whether one wants something to eat (as we will see in a moment). The point is that Tzeltal has no general-purpose assenter. Therefore, in (10), if you want to affirm just 'peeled-neck' that's what you would repeat; choosing the ja' assents to the whole prior utterance (that it was 'peeled-neck' who bit her). These distinctions are already partially mastered by children at the one-to two-word stage. Conversational repeating in children's language development begins with question-answering repeats like the ones in (8) and (10). In answering a question, if a child says the equivalent of "yes" or "hm" instead of repeating, her utterance may be subject to overt correction or rephrasing in the interlocutors' response, as in (11) In (12), father's first yak is in the context of a prompt for X'an to say yak rather than just jo'; his second yak is a repeat of her yak, affirming that that's what she should say. Repeats as affirmative answers to questions soon extend to repeating assessments (as in (8) above). By age 2,0 or so, Tzeltal children are using repetition in a number of culturally specific appropriate ways, interactively, to answer questions and affirm communicative intent. They can carry this out over extended turns, as example (13) from a conversation concerning the alleged misdeeds of the local bogeyman or "scarecrow" illustrates: What then is the contribution of repetition to the child's task of learning Tzeltal? Because small children are not full interlocutors, and have restricted interactional rights, they are not by and large deemed worthy of the interactional attention that adults receive as a matter of course. Nonetheless, whether or not small children are the focus of interactional attention from adults, the characteristics of adult conversational style, with its systematic two-turn verb-paradigm repetitions, has the result of exposing the structure of the language, especially that of verbs, in a way that perhaps makes up for what (at least by western middle-class standards) seems like interactional neglect not talking to children early, not having much in the way of baby talk, and not accommodating very much to children's early communicative efforts. I propose that small children's exposure to these very repetitive interchanges (even when, as usually, they are not the ones being addressed) may well alert them to the paradigmatic switches of cross-referencing affixes, deictic pronouns, and so on, which are all that differ across turns so much of the time. I suggest that it is this repetition with small variations, and the cumulative verb-stripping until nothing is left but the root, that helps children in parsing the speech stream, identifying the crucial verb roots, and learning the person-marking affixes. It amounts to a systematic exposure to paradigmatic contrasts of a crucial sort, and perhaps partly accounts for the early predominence of verbs in Tzeltal children's speech, since both variation sets and dialogic repetition have the effect of highlighting the verb root as a Figure against a shifting Ground of affixes, as Kiintay and Slobin (1996) have phrased it for the analogous Turkish phenomenon. Tzeltal nouns, having much less complex morphology than verbs, and being less likely to be subject to dialogic repetition, are not particularly favored by this conversational practice.
Of course there are other properties of Tzeltal speech that probably play a role in the early appearance of verbs as well as nouns in children's language production; one important factor is the prevalence of nominal ellipsis (Brown 1998b) . Given that verbs are often all that one overtly has in a Tzeltal utterance, it is important for the child to get some control of them early on in order to be able to say much of anything. But in isolating the verb roots and producing them at the one-word stage, Tzeltal children behave as if they are following a novel Operating Principle, something like: "Pay attention to what remains constant across repeated versions of an utterance, even if it is utterance-internal and prosodically unprominent." It seems reasonable to hypothesize that dialogic repetition in Tzeltal provides a form of input available in this speech community but by no means everywhere, which can prompt its own culture-specific Operating Principle to which children orient when beginning to process speech.
In addition to revealing the structural properties of the language, allowing roots to be isolated from affixes, dialogic repetition in the speech children are exposed to has pragmatic import, since it-like any practice designed to display agreement-undoubtedly is instrumental in socializing social alignment and displays of attention and involvement. As such, it plays an important role in socializing the collaborative style of social interaction adults favor in this community, a style that children are able to perform by about age four. This Tzeltal case illustrates how there may be a direct link between a language socialization practice and the language acquisition process. 22 The character of talk to and around small children provides a socialization mechanism that both lays bare the linguistic structure of utterances and foregrounds the collaborative nature of Tzeltal interactional style. Despite the fact that their participant role up to about age two is more often that of a bystander than an interlocutor, Tzeltal children are exposed to languagelab-like paradigms in the conversational speech around them. They are also encouraged to share meanings across turns by sharing the very form of words when they respond.
What I have argued here is mat aspects of conversational style in a culture or subculture can affect the nature of children's exposure to language in ways that at least partly help to solve the mysteries of how children can acquire a linguistic system so fast, from such allegedly minimal input. Despite the relatively passive beginnings of Tzeltal language acquisition, given the highly repetitious nature of much Tzeltal verbal interaction children rapidly master the rudiments both of Tzeltal verb morphology and of that interactional style. In short the input is not as "degenerate" or unhelpful as some researchers have suggested.
Maybe this is not so surprising after all. The "father" of modem first-language acquisition research, Roger Brown, observed (1968:288), "The changes produced in sentences as they move between persons in discourse may be the richest data for the discovery of grammar." In the Tzeltal case, conversational organization makes this an even more salient and systematic source of cues for the discovery of structural patterns in the language.
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1. Dissenting voices to this picture have come mainly from anthropologists. Speech communities where there is reported to be minimal talk to prelinguistic infants, and a minimal motherese register, include a black working-class community in North Carolina (Heath 1983), the Samoans ( Ochs 1982 Ochs ,1988 , the Javanese (SmithHefner 1988), and the New Guinea Kaluli (Schieffelin 1979 (Schieffelin ,1990 . It has also recently been pointed out that the existence of a baby-talk register does not necessarily mean a simpler task for the child; Crago and Allen (1997) show that, even though some 30 percent of input to Inuktitut infants is in baby-talk words, most of this input is morphologically complex.
